The aim of the present study was to understand the beliefs of Iranian EFL learners' about language learning. This study was an attempt to understand if there was any relationship between gender, proficiency level and further education in language institutes on beliefs about language learning. Accordingly, 369 EFL engineering students studying in Azad University of Tabriz, Iran were selected based on random sampling. Data were collected using two questionnaires: a demographical questionnaire, and the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI). Data were analyzed using ANOVA, LSD & t-test. The results of the study showed that the highest mean average among the five components of beliefs about language learning was nature of language learning (M=3.91), followed by Foreign Language Aptitude (M=3.85), Difficulty of Language Learning (M=3.42), Learning and Communication Strategies (M=3.35) and Motivation and Expectations (M=3.25). The findings showed that there was a significant difference between learners' beliefs, gender and further education in language institutes. However, there was not any significant difference between learners' beliefs and their proficiency level. The study concluded with some pedagogical implications.
Introduction
Many areas of education are undergoing changes in the way teaching and learning is understood. Teacher centered classes and structural-syllabus teaching are giving way to more student-centered, practical and flexible approaches. In this paradigm shift, the field of second and foreign language teaching is not an exception (Nahavandi, 2011; Nahavandi & Mukundan, 2012; Nahavandi, 2013; Nahavandi & Mukundan, 2013c) . Generally speaking, interest in language learning and language learners burgeoned in the late 1970s due to the cognitive revolution. The paradigm shift from behaviorism to cognitive science in psychology and education research led to efforts for explaining the cognitive processes in all of the aspects of learning, with language being no exception. Previous studies of language learning put an emphasis on describing externally observable behaviors of language learners, followed by attempts in labeling strategic behaviors and ultimately categorizing those strategic behaviors and linking them to language proficiency.
During the past two decades, there have been various studies concerning beliefs that language learners hold about language learning and many researchers agree with the idea that beliefs play a major role in learner's language success (Dörnyei, 2005; Sakui & Gaies 1999; Weinert & Kluwe 1987) . For Christison and Krahnke (1986) "studies of learner belief and attitude are valuable sources of insight into language learning" (p.78). Language learners beliefs about learning can be affected by the context in which they learn, which in turn affects their learning behaviors. Horwitz (1987; 1988 ) did a leading work in examining language learner beliefs about learning a new language. She made an instrument calling it "The Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI)". Since then, BALLI has been widely used in different contexts and cultures to evaluate EFL/ESL students' beliefs. For Horwitz (1987 Horwitz ( , 1988 learners' beliefs about language learning are affected by their previous language learning experiences as well as cultural background. It has also been claimed that beliefs about language learning can be closely linked to the learners' choice of learning strategies (Hosenfeld, 1978; Wenden, 1987a; Yang, 1999) . Horwitz (1987a) suggests that understanding language learning beliefs is essential at least for two reasons. The first reason is that these beliefs might influence the expectations that learners have for learning the target language, and the second reason is that such beliefs might be more easily lead to change compared with cognitive style variables or affective variables such as attitude and motivation. To date, no comparative analyses have been conducted, whether university students in Iran with and without further education in language institutes differ with each other in terms of their beliefs about language learning. Furthermore as Bernat (2006) states "there is still paucity in literature on the relationship between language learner beliefs and stable individual differences, such as gender" (p. 80). To bridge these gaps, such a comparison study may provide useful information which may in turn encourage more research in this area in Iranian context.
Background of the Study

Beliefs about Language Learning
For some researchers language learners have certain beliefs about how languages are learned and learners have a conscious knowledge of their mental processes (O'Malley & Chamot, 1989; Wenden, 1991; Wenden & Rubin, 1987) . Some researchers have differentiated between metacognitive knowledge and beliefs. According to Alexander and Dochy (1995) beliefs are idiosyncratic, subjective and value related. For some other researchers (e.g., Horwitz, 1987; Omaggio, 1978; Wenden,1987a) beliefs about language learning include learners' notions, ideas ,concepts, opinions, assumptions, or mini-theories of the nature of language or language learning. There is a consensus among researchers that individual language learners have different beliefs about how languages are learned. Individual beliefs about language learning may consciously or unconsciously affect learners' approaches to or behaviors in language learning. As an example, learners who put more importance on learning grammar will focus on learning the structure of a sentence or the patterns of a language in formal language learning. In late 1980s, Horwitz's (1985 Horwitz's ( , 1987 Horwitz's ( , & 1988 research on learners' beliefs made a great contribution to the research of beliefs about language learning. As the first researcher, she systematically assessed learners' beliefs using instruments based on scaled systems. For Horwitz (1999) , by understanding learners' beliefs we can better understand learner' approaches to language learning, and learners' use of learning strategies which in turn enables us to appropriately plan language instruction.
Studies on Beliefs in EFL Contexts
There have been plenty of studies on beliefs in EFL context such as China (Zhang and Cui, 2010) , Hungary (Rieger, 2009) , Iran (Bagherzadeh, 2012; Ghabanchi & Naji Meidani, 2012; Jafari & Shokrpour, 2012; Mesri, 2012) , Korea (Park, 1995) , Lebanon (Diab, 2000 (Diab, , 2006 , Malaysia (Nikitina & Furuoka, 2006) , Thailand (Fujiwara, 2011) , Turkey (Atlan, 2006; Buyukyazi, 2010; Kunt ,1997; Oz, 2007) . Only the results of studies related to the scope of the present study have been discussed here.
In one study, 248 foreign language major students in Turkey were surveyed about their language learning beliefs. The results of the study showed that subjects held a range of beliefs with varying degrees of validity (Atlan, 2006) . In another Turkish context, Kunt (1997) studied the beliefs about language learning and language anxiety and the relationship between beliefs and anxiety. BALLI was given to 882 Turkish-speaking university students learning English as a foreign language at two pre-university English programs in North Cyprus. The results of factor analysis identified three categories of beliefs of the Turkish students based on the value and nature of learning English, selfefficacy/ confidence in speaking, and beliefs about social interaction. Furthermore, the results of the study showed high instrumental motivation for learning English for both groups, strong beliefs in the importance of learning English, and high value placed on guessing and repeating during practice.
In Lebanese context, Diab's (2000) used a modified version of BALLI for 284 Lebanese university students learning English and French as foreign languages at three universities in Lebanon. Factor analyses of the results identified four categories of beliefs for each language group. English language students beliefs' included the following: integrative motivation, difficulty of speaking and learning English, the importance of accuracy in speaking English, and the importance of English in Lebanon. For French language students, beliefs included: motivation/ confidence in speaking French, the nature of learning French, the importance of French in Lebanon, and the importance of accuracy in speaking French. A variety of beliefs about foreign languages, were reported by the participants indicating that learning a foreign language seems to be related to the political and socio-cultural context of foreign language education in Lebanon. For Diab (2000) , the differences observed in a comparison of the students' beliefs about learning English and their beliefs about learning French might be the result of variation in a particular group's beliefs about learning a different target language.
In Chinese context, Zhang and Cui (2010) studied learning beliefs of 90 distance learners in a 3-year undergraduate English program in China. The results of their study showed that the major difficulty in distance learning for many participants was the paucity of communication with teachers and peers. Furthermore, the results showed that anxiety and frustration in the distance language learners lessened as they considered more advantages in the autonomous method of learning.
In Iranian context, Bagherzadeh (2012) studied language learning beliefs of 125 non-English majors with different levels of English language proficiency on language learning. The results of her study showed that proficiency level had a significant effect on the motivation of students. The more proficient participants reported holding strong beliefs in the category of ''motivation and expectations''. Furthermore, no significant difference was observed between male and female non-English majors' beliefs in English language learning. In another study Jafari & Shokrpor (2012) surveyed 80 Iranian ESP learners' beliefs about language learning. The results of their study showed that the highest mean average among the five components of beliefs about language learning was belief of motivations and expectations followed by belief of learning and communication strategies and belief of difficulty of language learning. Moreover, there was a significant difference between learners' beliefs and gender. In the other study, Mesri (2012) surveyed the relationship between beliefs about language learning and gender among 90 Iranian EFL learners. The results of her study showed that that there was no significant effect of gender on Iranian university learners' beliefs in learning English.
Current Status of English in Iran
Due to today's growing science and technology all over the world, learning English language has been given much more importance compared to past years, and it is not an exception in Iranian context (Nahavandi & Mukundan, 2013a) . Nevertheless, teaching English in Iran has been difficult both for EFL learners and teachers due to lack of resources and little contact with the target language outside the classroom compared to other EFL learners in other contexts. (Sadeghi, 2005) . There are very few English programs broadcasted on TV or radio. Of course, because of advancements in technology and the more frequent use of the Internet, satellite, and rapid growth of private language institutes in Iran, the opportunities for English language learning have greatly improved (Talebinezhad & Aliakbari, 2002) . Furthermore, increasing the number of language institutes can confirm the increase in value and importance that is given to English language in Iran (Nahavandi & Mukundan, 2013b) . In the Iranian curriculum, English language is one of the compulsory subjects. English language is a foreign language in Iran and students are officially taught English from the first year of the guidance school. Thus, Iranian students have to study English for nearly seven years. Three years in Guidance school, three years in Secondary school and one year in Pre-University level. Furthermore, those students who study non-English Majors in universities study English in maximum of 6 credits. They study 3 credits of general English instruction and 3 credits of ESP in which the focus is on their field, related English texts and related terminology. Nevertheless, after learning English for almost 7 years in school and one more year at university, Iranian EFL learners' are not proficient enough in learning English language. The education they receive neither enables the students to attain full competence in using the English language nor helps them to interact with confidence (Nahavandi & Mukundan, 2013a & b) .
The Study
In general, the main purpose of the present study was to understand the beliefs of Iranian EFL learners about language learning. The second goal was to understand if there were any differences between students with or without further education in language institutes in terms of their beliefs about language learning. The final goal of the study was to understand the influence of other variables such as gender and self-rated proficiency level on learners' beliefs about language learning.
Research Questions
Based on the objectives of the study the following research questions were raised: 1) What are the beliefs of Iranian EFL learners? Are there any similarities or differences in beliefs about language learning among them?
2) Is there a significant difference between gender and belief?
3) Is there a significant difference between self-rated proficiency level and belief? 4) What are the similarities or differences between those with or without further education in language institutes in their beliefs about language learning?
Research Design
This survey study was conducted on 403 Iranian EFL learners in Azad University of Tabriz, Iran. A demographical questionnaire together with (BALLI), Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory were administered to the selected respondents.
Participants
The participants were 403 Iranian EFL learners in Azad University in Tabriz, Iran during the academic year of 2013. A demographical questionnaire together with (BALLI), Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory was administered to the selected respondents in general English classes in the engineering department. The age range of participants was from 18-41with the average mean of 19.04. From 403 questionnaires only 369 complete questionnaires were fed into SPSS for analysis and other 34 distorted and incomplete questionnaires were discarded.
Demographic background of the participants
From whole 369 respondents 173 (46.9) were students without further education in language institutes and other 196 (53.1) were students with further education in language institutes. Considering their gender, 213 were male (57.7) and 156 were female (42.3) students. Considering their self-rated proficiency level, 106 (28.7) were beginners, 209 (56.6) were intermediate and the rest 54 (14.6) were advanced students.
Instrumentation
In order to collect the data, a demographical questionnaire along with Horwitz's (1987) Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI, ESL/EFL version) were administered to the selected respondents.
3.4.1 BALLI BALLI includes 36 items in which 33 items are scored on a five-point Likert scale: 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=agree, 5=strongly agree. Two items have different response scales (4 and 15). Item 4 asks about the perceived degree of difficulty of the English language & Item 15 asks about the amount of time needed for learning a language. The items of BALLI assess learners' beliefs in five areas namely as 1) the difficulty of language learning (six items), defined as the difficulty of learning a foreign language, 2) foreign language aptitude (nine items) defined as special ability for language learning and beliefs about the characteristics of successful language learners, 3) the nature of language learning (six items), defined as relevant issues related to the nature of language learning process, 4) learning and communication strategies (eight items) defined as various strategies learners use to master a second or foreign language, and 5) motivation and expectations (five items) defined as the desire and expectation for language learning opportunities. As BALLI identifies learners' perceptions about language learning, it does not produce a total composite score for the whole instrument. Therefore, the responses to individual items are treated separately. Studies on the BALLI ESL/EFL version have reported reliability of .59 to .71.
Since the participants were all EFL students in different proficiency levels, the given questionnaires were translated to Persian language in order to prevent any misunderstanding. First, the translated questionnaires were checked by a Persian language lecturer in Tabriz Azad University to make sure that the items retained their meaning and that the translated versions were easily understood. Then, they were back translated into English by a second Persian lecturer to test for inaccuracies and ambiguities. In case of any inconsistencies in translated English version, both lecturers were consulted. In order to ascertain the reliability of the items, a pilot study was carried out with 38 pre-intermediate students at Jahad-e -Daneshgahi institute. After checking the reliability, the translated questionnaires were administered and the respondents were given 30 minutes to answer the questions. The researcher herself was present in data collection procedure, therefore in case of any ambiguity or problem in understanding the questionnaire items assistance and guidance was provided. It is worth mentioning that permission to distribute the questionnaires was obtained from the dean of engineering faculty in Azad University. Respondents were informed that the information they gave would be used only for research purposes, and there was no need for them to write their names on the questionnaire.
Procedure
First permission to distribute the questionnaires was obtained from the dean of engineering faculty in Azad University. Then, the researcher conducted the survey once the department heads approved the request. In engineering department the number of students in each class ranged from 36 to 42. All classes were requested to fill up the questionnaires. The researcher herself was present in data collection procedure and the collected data were tallied and subjected to parametric statistical analyses.
Method of Analysis
The students' responses to the questionnaire were analyzed in terms of descriptive and inferential statistics. First, the raw data were fed into the computer and after testing for normality, parametric test was run by the Statistical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS) 20 software. The data were analyzed using MANOVA, LSD and t-test. To ensure the quality of the analysis and interpretations, consultations with statisticians were made.
Results of the Study
For all variables Minimum, Maximum, Mean, Std. Deviation, Variance, Skewness, and Kurtosis were calculated. To test the normality of data for BALLI one-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test was used. Based on the obtained significant level > 0.05, distribution of data was normal for all components of BALLI. Therefore parametric statistics was used. 
Descriptive Statistics for all five Components of Beliefs
The results of the study showed that the highest mean average among the five components of beliefs about language learning was nature of language learning (M=3.91), followed by Foreign Language Aptitude (M=3.85), Difficulty of 
Comparing Components of Beliefs through t-test
To understand amount of beliefs in language learning Independent t-test was used with the test value of 3 as the scores vary in the range of 1 to 5. The results of t-test showed that all five components of beliefs are significantly higher than average. Means are higher than 3, and significant level is <0.05. 
Ranking beliefs based on all five components
To rank amount of beliefs Friedman Test was used. The mean and mean of all ranks of variables were calculated. The variable which has the lowest use will have the lowest rank. Based on the results, Chi-square = 499/98, df=4, and level of significance is 0.000. As level of sig is < 0.05, it can be concluded that there is a significant difference between mean of variable ranks. 
Comparing beliefs based on gender & self-rated proficiency level
To compare beliefs with gender & self-rated proficiency level, MANOVA was used. Gender was analyzed in two levels and proficiency in three levels of elementary, intermediate and advanced through Wilks' Lambda approach. The results of the study showed that the effect of gender is significant (sig < 0.05) meaning, there is a significant difference between male and female students in their beliefs. Furthermore, the effect of proficiency level is significant as well (sig < 0.05), meaning there is a significant difference between students' levels of proficiency and their beliefs. 
Comparing beliefs based on further education versus no education in language institutes
To compare beliefs between those who had further education in language institutes and those who did not have, MANOVA was used through Wilks' Lambda approach. The results of the study showed that the effect of group is significant (sig < 0.05), meaning there is a significant difference between these two groups in their beliefs. On the whole, beliefs among no education students are more than other group. The results of univariate showed that, Foreign
Language Aptitude & Difficulty of Language Learning are more among no education group (sig < 0.05). However, there is not a significant difference between these two groups in other 3 components of beliefs (sig > 0.05). 
Descriptive Statistics
Discussion
Regarding the five components of beliefs about language learning, the results of the present study show that students have the strongest belief in nature of language learning (M=3.91), followed by Foreign Language Aptitude (M=3.85), Difficulty of Language Learning (M=3.42), Learning and Communication Strategies (M=3.35) and Motivation and Expectations (M=3.25) . However, comparing components of beliefs through t-test revealed that all five components of beliefs are significantly higher than average. Means are higher than 3, and significant level is <0.05, meaning Iranian EFL learners have significant strong beliefs about language learning in all five components. Furthermore, the results show that the effect of gender is significant (sig < 0.05) meaning, there is a significant difference between male and female students in their beliefs. Mean of all components except foreign language aptitude among females are more than their male counterparts. Furthermore, the effect of proficiency level is significant (sig < 0.05), meaning there is a significant difference between students' self-rated proficiency level and their beliefs. The interaction between gender and level is not significant. There is a significant difference between male & female students in the component of Learning and Communication Strategies (sig < 0.05). Considering other 4 components, there is not a significant difference between male and female students. Considering the learners' proficiency level, there is not a significant difference between components of Foreign Language Aptitude, Motivation & Expectations and levels. However, there is a significant difference between Difficulty of Language Learning ، Nature of Language Learning and Communication Strategies & learners' proficiency level (sig < 0.05). The mutual interaction between gender & proficiency level is not significant in any of the components of beliefs (sig > 0.05). The results of the study showed that the effect of group is significant (sig < 0.05), meaning there is a significant difference between these two groups (those who had further education in language institutes and those who did not have) in their beliefs. On the whole, beliefs among no education students are more than other group. The results of univariate showed that, Foreign Language Aptitude & Difficulty of Language Learning are more among no education group (sig < 0.05). However, there is not a significant difference between these two groups in other 3 components of beliefs (sig > 0.05).
Considering the five components of BALLI, the results of the present study contradict with the studies of Sioson (2011 ), Shen (2006 ) & Jafari & Shokrpour (2012 in which the highest mean score were motivation and expectations. While belief of foreign of language aptitude ranked last. Regarding the effects of gender on learners' beliefs, the results of the present study indicates that gender affects students' belief about learning language. The results revealed that female students were more likely than their male peers to agree that certain approaches were important in language learning. Therefore, the findings of the present study is in line with Bacon and Finnemann's (1992) study in which females were more motivated and more open to authentic input, they also showed more positive attitude towards target language speakers. Furthermore, in Rieger's (2009) study, gender affected a number of beliefs factors that were statistically significant. In Jafari & Shokrpour's (2012) study, there was a significant difference between male & female learners as well. However, this finding contradicts with the results of some other studies in which no significant relation between language learners' beliefs and gender was observed (Bagherzadeh, 2012; Bernat and Liyod, 2007; Mesri, 2012; Tercanlioglu, 2005) . Regarding the effect of proficiency level, the results are in line with Bagherzadeh's (2012) study in which proficiency level had a significant effect on some components of beliefs.
Conclusion & Implications of the Study
The aim of the present study was to understand the beliefs of Iranian EFL learners' about language learning and whether or not gender, proficiency level and further education in language institutes affected learners' beliefs about language learning. The results of the study showed that Iranian EFL learners have got strong beliefs about language learning. The two components of beliefs with the lowest rank were strategies of learning followed by motivation & expectation. Concerning language learning strategies Oxford (1990) claims that "language learning strategies encourage greater overall self direction" (p. 10). He continues to claim that "self-directed students gradually gain greater confidence, involvement, and proficiency" (p. 10). Therefore it seems that steps might be taken to encourage students to use different learning strategies and to be more self-directed. Concerning Motivation & expectations Gardner and MacIntyre (1991) claim that motivated students are more active in language classes and tasks and are less likely to drop out of language study in the following years. In addition, Gardner (1985) claims that motivation encourages greater overall effort and results in greater success concerning language proficiency and achievement. As the mean of motivation ranked the least in the present study, it is hoped that improvement in our English teaching system in Iranian context could be obtained, and the motivation of our students could accordingly be increased especially at universities. Therefore, it can be suggested that while presenting teaching materials and information content of the lessons, students' motivation should accordingly be considered. Teachers can assist learners in setting goals for themselves in learning languages and helping them to achieve their goals by giving them feedback, using familiar content or examples of previously learned materials, using praise, having interesting contexts, using simulation and learning games, and being responsive to students' attitudes. Furthermore, classroom atmosphere should be meaningful, purposeful, creative and encouraging (Nahavandi & Mukundan, 2013 b) .
Considering the context of learning, (further education in language institutes versus no education group), Foreign Language Aptitude & Difficulty of Language Learning are more among no education group. Intuitively, it would seem that language learning among students with further education in language institutes would be different from those of no education in language institutes because of the context they are learning the language. Horwitz (1999) claims that differences in language learning beliefs among the students in the same cultural group exist. Nespor (1987) reports that beliefs can be affected or shaped by personal events, episodes, or experiences. Private language institute students possess certain skills, strategies, understandings or beliefs that may enable them to approach the process of language learning more effectively than those studying in a university. Although the two sample groups in this study share the same first language, differences in beliefs between two groups might exist because of the vastly different educational environments. Research suggests that if teachers want to help their students, they need to begin to expect and to look for differences in their thinking and behaving. Based on this view, the present study tries to provide information on thoughts and behaviors of learners in learning in order to minimize misunderstanding between teachers and students, prevent academic failures of students, and provide valuable information about their beliefs. Based on the results of the study, some pedagogical implications can be obtained. First, by understanding beliefs about language learning held by Iranian EFL learners' teachers and educators can better understand the situation of EFL learners in Iran. Teachers can encourage appropriate beliefs and provide effective instruction based on learners' situation, which in turn can lead to learning and teaching English more effectively. Teachers can increase students' level of motivation in English language classrooms by setting goals for students in learning English, providing students' knowledge regarding language learning, and inspiring students to learn. Besides, the increasing number of students studying in private language centers can focus the attention of teachers and researchers to the special needs of the students, especially the need to overcome any academic difficulties arise from educational differences. Furthermore, policy makers can design courses that arouse students' interests, and create curriculum in which students needs and goals are satisfied (Jafari & Shokrpor 2012) . It is hoped that the present research may encourage further research in the area of beliefs among EFL learners by other interested researchers. However, worthy of noting that cautious must be taken while interpreting the results of the present study. This study was conducted with only 369 EFL students. Therefore, when trying to make generalizations of the findings to larger populations in Iran or to other populations with different ethnic, linguistic, or educational backgrounds caution will be required.
